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Abstract 
In East Asia, Japan has been well known as a homogeneous society, and it is a company-oriented country. Japanese companies 
became an active member in the global community in the mid-1980s, when Japan became the world’s second largest economy. 
At that time, employees with global mindsets became necessary for Japanese companies. On this occasion, the weak points of a 
homogeneous society became acknowledged: fewer human resources with global mindsets were available to work for major 
Japanese companies. The Japanese government has had to consider how to cope with this situation. The “Plan for 100,000 
Overseas Students” was one of the countermeasures introduced. After they reached the goal of this plan, they launched the 
“Asian Gateway” project and another government plan dealing with receiving 300,000 more international students in order to 
strengthen their sustained development, and increase their culture and talent pool. Furthermore, the Japanese government 
developed related projects through the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS) and reformed their visa system in order 
to increase the number of their higher-level bankable international students and human resources. The Japanese government, 
major companies and overseas students studying in Japanese universities are the main stakeholders of the conversion of Japanese 
society.  
This study is based on the latest data published by the Japan Student Services Organization (JASSO), JSPS, and other 
government documents and the other prior research on this issue. The new findings can be considered to provide other countries 
with good examples for designing national strategies to increase the number of foreign university students. 
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Japan as a Homogenous Society 
In East Asia, Japan had been well known as a homogeneous society until the 1980s. There is a very popular 
true story about the beginning of national strategies to receive overseas students. In May of 1983, Nakasone 
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Yasuhiro, the Prime minister at the time, paid a state visit to a convention of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations in Singapore where he met with politicians, government officials, and business leaders who had previously 
studied in Japan. These former international students expressed dissatisfaction with their study experiences in Japan 
(Tanaka, 1991), and said they would recommend that their children study either in Europe or the United States. 
The key reason for this was that Japanese society could not provide foreigners with as equal opportunities as 
Japanese in almost every field. Japanese society labeled foreigners as “Gaijin.” The character of “gai” means 
“external,” or “outside,” and “jin” means people. For instance, until the early 1980s, there were not any foreigners 
who had ever worked for national or public universities as full time faculty members, although the foreigners were 
permanent alien residents (SUH, 2005). The Conference of Resident Korean University Teachers, therefore, 
appealed to the Ministry of Education, the National Universities Association, and the Japan Association of 
Municipal and Prefectural Colleges and Universities, also calling upon the Japan Society for the Promotion of 
Science and other bodies in order to gain equal employment opportunities. After negotiating with Minister of 
Education, Nagai Michio, and others for eight years, representatives of the Conference finally saw their goals 
realized in the Foreign Faculties Employment Act (Act on Special Measures concerning the National and Public 
Universities’ Employment of Foreign Faculties and Other Matters) passed into law on August 20, 1982. Until then, 
even if a foreigner was talented and there was a position at a university, it was not possible to be promoted to 
assistant or associate professor. According to former Minister of Education Nagai Michio, this appears to have been 
based on a bad custom from the Meiji Era (1868-1912). 
 
2. Conversion to Global Society 
2.1 "Plan for 100,000 Overseas Students": The First National Scheme 
   In 1983, the Japanese government launched its "Plan for 100,000 Overseas Students" based on the thinking 
of the current Prime Minister, Nakasone Hiroyasu. This plan was supposed to receive an amalgamated total of one 
hundred thousand international students including ten thousand foreign students given state sponsorship by the 
beginning of the 21st century.  
   This scheme was not merely for appealing to international students, but also to meet the industry-wide 
demands for human resources. Since the 1980’s, Japanese society has been strongly impacted by rapid 
internationalization. Originally, Japan’s economic growth was driven by processing industries importing raw 
materials and exporting manufacturing products. Japanese business has shifted a higher percentage of manufacturing 
bases overseas in order to avoid high personal costs and trade friction, and there has been a significant increase in 
the internationalization of business in all fields. Multi-national businesses in Japan are increasing, including foreign 
capital inflows. There is also a growing portion of service industry companies in the overall industrial structure, and 
internationalization is progressing rapidly there as well. 
   Because of this situation, the National Council on Education Reform placed a clear priority on the 
significance of internationalization in higher education policy during the 1980’s. It was becoming increasingly 
important to address this point as a key policy issue. It would appear that increasing internationalization and the 
demand for human resources from the business community has had a great effect on higher education policy. 
Japanese higher education institutions have been mostly used to serve the economic and social system. In the case of 
the "Plan for 100,000 Overseas Students", peace, cultural exchange, and particularly the manpower needs had served 
as the true motives for receiving international students for twenty years (1983-2003). 
   In 1983, there were 10,428 international students in Japan. The Council for Promoting Acceptance of 
International Students was established in each prefecture under the auspices of the Ministry of Education in 1986; 
the Office of the Prime Minister also created the Ministerial Council for Promoting Acceptance of International 
Students. The Ministry of Justice, furthermore, eased immigration regulations regarding the issuance of student 
visas, which included simplifying the procedure for students coming from abroad to obtain visas and permitting 
international students with the proper visa to work off-campus up to 4 hours each day for a maximum of 28 hours 
per week. Consequently, the number of international students had grown steadily for about 10 years.  
   The number of international students, however, had declined since 1994. The collapse of Japan’s booming 
economy in early 1990s was pointed out earlier as the main reason for the five-year decline. The government had 
been required to examine the plan and its related measures since 1994.  
   In 1995, the Ministry of Education established the Advisory Committee on the Promotion of Short-Term 
Student Exchange Programs within the ministry. Then the Committee submitted the proposal for the “Promotion of 
Short-Term Student Exchanges” to the ministry in order to improve the related affairs at local public and national 
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universities, where traditional mutual student exchange programs and junior year-abroad programs were not as 
common compared with private universities. In Japan, private universities had already developed these kinds of 
programs aiming to attract high school graduates with respect to increased recruiting competition within higher 
education. 
   In spite of the ministry’s promotion of short-term exchange programs, the number of international students 
did not increase immediately. The ministry began to examine the admission procedure of Japanese universities for 
prospective international students. The Research and Investigation Committee for International Students Issues was 
formed by the Ministry and compiled “Measures to Improve Admission Procedure for Prospective International 
Students” in 1997. In Japan, private language schools’ tuition is very high and universities are unwilling to recruit 
abroad. Prospective international students were discouraged by high costs and unsure about whether or not they 
would be able to continue their study at higher education institutes. 
   One solution for this problem is the development of Japanese language proficiency test for prospective 
international students. It has long been an issue for international students’ recruitment. Almost all the universities 
use “The Japanese language Proficiency Test” (Hereafter called “JLPT”) as a prerequisite for prospective 
international students to take universities’ entrance examinations. It is a government-sponsored test, and it is 
provided only once per year compared to the English TOEFL’s monthly administration. There were a number of 
logistical problems with the usage of the test scores for international admission to universities and the intent of the 
JLPT providers. Then a new test called “The Examination for Japanese University Admission for International 
Students (EJU)” started in 2002. It is administered twice a year. 
       Under these circumstances, the ministry of Education established the Commission on International Students 
Policy (hereafter called “the Commission”) to turn around the drop in international students. In 1999, the 
Commission released a report entitled “Aiming at the Development of Intellectual Contribution to the International 
Community and the Progress of New International Student Policy.” It declared that the Ministry should maintain the 
“Plan for 100,000 Overseas Students,” and strive to achieve its numeric target for a new paradigm in the 21st 
century coined “International Intellectual Contribution.” It also means that the change in aim of the policy marked 
the turning point of the Japan’s international student policy from the “peace and cultural exchange” approach to the 
“development of intellectual contribution” in the context of advancing globalization. 
   Receiving international students, therefore, is positioned as an “international intellectual contribution.” It is 
expected to help realize Japan’s national interests, and the whole process of the “Plan for 100,000 Overseas 
Students” has been conducted within the government sector as mentioned above. In 2003, the goal of this plan was 
reached with 109,508 international students (JASSO, 2011). 
 
2.2 “Asian Gateway” 7 Project: Getting Superior Brain and Winning Global Competitiveness   
     After the Japanese government reached the goal of the “Plan for 100,000 Overseas Students,” attracting excellent 
students from around Asia and other world regions to study and live in Japan has again become the focus in 
Japanese society. Many experts have realized that if Japan would not recruit talented human resources from other 
countries and regions, Japan could not win the international competition for superior brain (MEXT, 2008). Since the 
Abe Shinzo cabinet was formed in September 2006, there has been more progress in measures designed to review 
the modalities and the roles for community, including the ones for the higher education market. They pay more 
attention to the internationalization of Japanese universities and the foreign-student policy from the perspectives of 
(1) gaining excellent human resources, and (2) strengthening international competitiveness. The concept for Asian 
Gateway was launched based on the thinking above. 
     Abe Shinzo, then Prime minister, addressed the Diet and mentioned the issue. In reaction to his address, the 
strategy conference of the Conception for Asian Gateway issued a report in May 2007. The report mentioned seven 
priority areas. One of them was the strategy aimed at receiving and cultivating international superior human 
resources. The position of foreign-student policy also was changed to “international contribution and national 
strategy” instead of merely “international contribution.” It was of central importance to restructure the foreign-
student policy aiming at being the hub of higher-level human resources networks in Asia. It would appear that 
creating the network hub is absolutely critical for sustained growth in Japan’s economies and for consolidation of 
the soft power of Japan (MEXT, 2008). 
 
2.3 “300,000 International Students Plan”: Strengthening their Talent Pool 
     Amidst the highlighted expansion of receiving international students, Fukuda Yasuo, the Prime minister of the 
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time, mentioned that the Japanese government had developed the “300,000 International Students Plan” in 2008, 
when he made his administrative policy speech. The plan aims for Japan to host 300,000 international students by 
2020. The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT), the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, the Ministry of Justice, the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and 
Industry, and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism jointly released the outline of the 
“300,000 International Students Plan” on July 20th, 2008. The same content of the plan was also reprinted in The 
Outline of Foreign Student Policy in Japan published by MEXT in 2010. 
     This plan was issued not solely by MEXT, but by six ministries. That indicated that the plan would be developed 
by the whole country. The content of this plan was related to the whole country. It was made up of five methods as 
follows: (1) invitation to study abroad in Japan, (2) a smooth start to study in Japan - making changes in the current 
system of entrance examinations/enrollment in institutions of higher education/immigration, (3) facilitating 
globalization in Japanese higher education by creating outstanding universities, (4) creating good circumstances for 
students so that they can concentrate on their studies, (5) and post-graduation and employment - the globalization of 
Japanese society. The plan was a high priority and well financed by the Japanese government, with 355.544 billion 
yen in 2010 aimed at boosting universities’ international affairs to increase the number of foreign students. 
Eventually, 300,000 became the final goal of this plan. The Japanese government has initiated new approaches to 
implement this plan since 2008. 
 
3. New Strategies for Attracting International Talent Pool 
As stated above, the purpose of hosting international students has shifted from meeting the needs of 
internationalized Japanese companies to strengthening their talent pool in order to reinforce their international 
competitiveness, soft power and sustained growth in Japan’s economies over the past 30 years. On August 8, 2013, 
MEXT launched a new government document dealing with international student policy, based on the policies of a 
national strategy for reconstruction and the 2nd Basic Educational Promotion Plan that were sanctioned by the 
cabinet council in June 2013. According to the documents, the current purposes of receiving international students 
identified by the Japanese government are (1) cultivating foreign talented pool, (2) promoting further 
internationalization of universities, (3) serving international interests including promoting the understanding of 
Japanese culture and the improvement of international relationships with foreign countries. The government placed 
a particular emphasis on working with the viewpoint of an international policy leading to the growth of Japan. In 
addition, the government is working on creating assisted regions to incorporate the growth of the world into Japan 
by attracting international talent pool. What is implicated is that the implementation of the policy and its process of 
attracting international talent pool have already become necessary measures to the reconstruction and further growth 
of Japan.   
In the process of these changes in Japanese society, the stakeholders – including the government, higher 
education institutions and students – have felt gradual impact as well. For example, MEXT launched a government 
document entitled “ Providing Support for the Employment of International Students and Receiving Foreign 
Faculty” (MEXT, 2008). According to this government document, 3.4% of 167,636 full-time faculty are foreigners. 
This has increased from 0 in the 1970s to 2.6% (1579/60991) in National universities and 3.2% (378/11786) in 
public universities as of 2007. Furthermore, 54% of national universities, 22% of public universities and 22.1% of 
private universities said that they are currently employing foreigners as part of their full-time faculty (professor, 
assistant professor and instructor) and plan to continue doing so. Moreover, when JSPS adopts and allocates its 
budgets to the “ Global COE Program” (fiscal 2008 budget: 34 billion yen), the “ Internationalization Hub 
Improvement Project” (4.1 billion yen), the “JSPS Postdoctoral Fellowship for Foreign Researchers” (5.4 billion 
yen), and the “JSPS Award for Eminent Scientists” (600 million yen), the increase in the number of international 
faculty always is one standard. In 2007, JSPS adopted 63 hubs for these four projects. The results show that full-
time international faculty have increased 0.5%. All these JSPS projects aim at helping shape eminent interior 
research & becoming a higher-education hub in Asia, in order to strengthen (1) the cooperation with domestic and 
international higher education institutions and (2) the functions of cultivating international distinguished younger 
researchers. These projects to improve the reception of international faculty are regarded as the method for 
providing Japanese students with open international educational and research opportunities. It can be said that these 
efforts also are the measures that embody the “plan for receiving 300000 international students.” In addition, the 
consultation of the Central Council for Education entitled “The Medium- and Long-term Existences of University 
Education” also noted the improvement in promoting international faculty mobility.  
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Another development in Japan is that the government has improved its visa system for talented foreigners 
including international faculty. Their academic background, career track, and annual income will be graded for 
getting a work visa in Japan. The overall score of academic background is 35 points, career track is 15 points, 
annual income is 35 points, and their standing at work will be 15 points. In addition to that, Japanese proficiency is 
required. The foreign employees will also be graded on a 100 point scale. The Japanese government will reward 
those with more than 70 accumulated points. Higher scores can have a residency term awarded, which, at its longest, 
is five years instead of three. The Ministry of Justice launched this system in 2011. The adoption of this system 
facilitates their permanent residency visa for Japan; immigration procedures are given priority as well. 
 
4. Conclusion: Issues and Prospects 
Japanese society has shifted from a homogeneous society to a global society hand in hand with the 
development of the international strategies mentioned above. The purposes of these strategies have also changed to 
secure an international talent pool for Japanese companies and the state. JSPS and the government provide national 
planning and financial support, higher education institutions help realize these efforts in ways such as increasing the 
number of international faculty in accordance with the government’s will, and students benefit from these national 
schemes at their campuses. The most important purpose of these efforts is related to raising Japan’s global 
competitiveness and its soft power. The financial support from JSPS and the improvements of the visa system are 
both means of achieving these national goals. Meanwhile, a series of efforts have brought a more diverse sense of 
values than ever before, and brought vitality to the entire society. Japanese society can be said to be moving toward 
to an open global society. The increasing number of international faculty is a good example reflecting these changes. 
Most of the faculty had been one of the international students of the “plan for receiving 100000 overseas students;” 
they received their academic degrees in Japanese universities. It would appear that this result is one of the fruits of 
success in the international strategies of Japan. In addition, the financial support from JSPS and the new visa policy 
will be useful to continue ensuring a rise in skill and number of the international talent pool.  
However, there still remain some issues to be resolved. On the one hand, imbalanced financial support policies 
between eminent international students and researchers may negatively impact the perspective of self-supporting 
international students. In Japan, since self-supporting students account for the most part of the “300,000 
International Students Receiving Plan”, they may feel that they are less important to the national policy than 
government-sponsored international students. This may bring about a psychological gap between them. On the other 
hand, continuous effort is still required from the Japanese government. For example, the rate of international faculty 
has been increasing during the last three decades, but is still lower than other developed countries. In Japan, a 
project will be interrupted when the budget from the JSPS ends. The durability of growth in the number of receiving 
international talent pool supported by the four projects of the JSPS may become a major issue for the globalization 
of Japanese society. 
Nowadays, Japanese society is relatively open to international eminent talent pool than ever before, due to the 
implementation of the new policies mentioned above, but it seems still unlikely to open its entire society to all 
foreigners in the near future, although the characteristics of a homogenous society are being gradually transformed 
into a global society. The international strategies mentioned above give us a clear picture of what we can expect to 
see in the future.  
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